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SPENCER WEST TELLS HIS AUDIENCE TO STAND TALL
September 13, 2012 by JoLynne Lyon

Spencer West opened his presentation at Utah State University with the story of how he lost his legs: in a terrible magic show accident
involving a coffin‑like box and a saw.
He was kidding.
The important thing was to make the audience laugh. "I know that seeing somebody like me can make you uncomfortable, and that's okay,"
he said. But he wanted his listeners to move beyond the question he has been answering all his life: What happened to your legs? (They
were amputated when he was five.)
He moved onto topics that were more important and personal to him: putting a stop to bullying, defying the odds, making a difference in the
world.
He came to Utah State University as its first‑ever Common Hour speaker. The Center for Persons with Disabilities partnered with the
university and the associated students of USU on the event, as part of our ongoing 40th Anniversary celebration.
He spoke to a crowd of about 700 people in the Taggart Student Center Ballroom.
When Spencer was very young, his parents were told not to expect much. The doctors said he would never walk or be a contributing
member of society. The prognosis didn't sit will with his Italian mother. "You never tell and Italian woman that her child can't do something,"
he said.
So she ignored it. Spencer grew up with his friends and family treating him just like everyone else. But when he moved outside that circle he
could hear children asking what happened to his legs. He he endured a lot of bad gay jokes because he spent time inside the school with
girls instead of out playing sports with the guys. When he became a cheerleader (and the clip he played of his high school's winning team
was truly amazing) he overheard someone wonder why he was on the squad for a non‑disabled team.
Bullying is a problem everywhere, he said. He told the story of Matthew Shepherd, who was literally bullied to death because of his sexual
orientation. Spencer applauded people who have found positive ways to confront bullying, like the four hundred high school students who
wore pink to send a message to bullies who made life hard for young men who wore pink.

He spoke of his own efforts to make a difference, culminating this summer in a fundraising climb up Mount Kilimanjaro. He finished that
climb on his hands.
It was a long journey there, even before he came to the mountain. For Spencer, life got discouraging during his freshman year of college. He
was away from the people he knew, struggling to make friends. Later, with the help of a friend and his always‑right mother, he realized he
had already accomplished so much more than the doctors had predicted so many years before. He was living independently, going to
college, paying his own bills. He just needed to put himself forward and make friends‑‑which he did.
Eventually he landed a good job in Phoenix, Arizona‑‑and a house with a pool. But though he had the material possessions that should have
made him happy, he wasn't. Eventually he accepted an offer from Reed Cowan, a friend and former Salt Lake City journalist, to go to Kenya
for Me to We, a social enterprise. Spencer went, found some real peace, and witnessed true poverty for the first time in his life.
He ended up working for Me to We, building schools and providing clean water. Later, drought made it harder for schools to continue in that
area. Children had to stay home and work hard to survive. They needed to walk longer and longer distances to haul dirty water back to their
families. So Spencer and his friends planned an expedition up Kilimanjaro to raise money to help.

Spencer signs a copy of his book for the CPD's Amy Henningsen after his presentation.

They raised half a million dollars and succeeded in reaching the top. It was definitely a group effort. Spencer had hoped he could use his
wheelchair for half of the time, but that was impractical. Sometimes porters carried him, and he had to put his trust in them over passages
so steep that if they stumbled, it would be all over. At the end of the climb his friends experienced severe altitude sickness‑‑but Spencer
didn't. He ended up walking with them, on his hands, as slowly as they needed to go until they reached the summit.
He ended by challenging his listeners to find their passion and use it to help other people.
"I was amazed, the stuff he did in his life," said Isaac Gorostieta, a participant in the CPD's PEER program who was one of 30 students who
met with Spencer for an hour before his presentation.
Carson Geiger, another PEER participant, agreed. "I remember him telling people to do anything they can do," he said. "To try their hardest."

